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The Amu Darya originally had a 
series of tributaries that flowed 
into the Aral Sea up until the 
1970’s. Hydrological works began 
in the 1950’s, where much of its 
waters were being taken to irrigate 
cotton and wheat in the lower 
basin of the river. In the 1960’s, 
the Soviet Government completed 
the Karakum Canal to divert large 
amounts of water westward. Due 
to the decreased  input of water, 
the Aral Sea started shrinking. To 
make matters worse, the hot, dry 
plains of the Amu Darya accelerated 
evaporation, not only decreasing 
the quantity of water, but depleting 
the nutrient quality of the soils 
due to the salt deposits being left. 
By the 1990’s the Amu Darya’s 
discharge onto the Aral would stop 
periodically until its present point: 
120 km ahead, due to a dam for 
irrigation. 1
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The Syr Darya and its tributaries, 
similar to the Amu Darya, irrigates 
massive exents of land for the 
purposes of cotton and wheat 
agriculture. It is estimated that 
the Syr Darya alone is responsible 
for 5,000,000 acres of cotton 
growth. Its water diversion also 
contributed to the shrinkage of 
the Aral Sea, with a much smaller 
flow of water than it did in the 
first half of the 20th century. 
Due to increased salinification of 
soils, there is an added need for 
farmers to incorporate fertilizer 
into their processes, which makes 
it downstream into the sea. These 
chemicals are left as residue on 
the dried seabed, which then get 
airborne, to further challenge 
plant and animal life. Particularly, 
the local populations have had an 
exponential increase in respiratory 
illnesses.1 
?? ????????????? ??????????????
???????????????????? ???????????????????
????????????????????????? ?????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????
??????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????
????????????????
??????????????????????????????????
???????????????????????????????
???????????????
????????????????
?????????????
??? ???????????
????????????????
???? ?
???????
???????????
??????
????
????
???
????
?????????
?????????
?????????
???????????
??????????????
?????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????
????????????
????
???
???
???
????
??
??
??
???
???
????
????
????
????
???
???
???
???
????
??
??
??
???
???
?????
?????
???????
??????????
????
?????????????
??????????? ???????????
????????????????????????????
???????????????
???????????????
????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????
??????????????? ????????????????????????????
????????? ???????????????????????????????????????
????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
? ????????????
???? ??????????????????????????

???? ?
???????????????
Before then, the Aral exported roughly 40,000 tons of fish 
annually, and was a sea with many large (100’) industrial 
ships. There were thousands of fishermen, while another 
portion of the populaion was employed in the processing 
plans, canneries, and railroad yards. Trains left daily for 
Moscow with their cars full of fish. The population was 
rather large, including 19 villages around the sea with two 
large cities. 40,000 people lived in Moynaq, Uzbekistan at the 
southern tip, and 80,000 people lived in Aralsk, Kazakhstan 
in the norhern tip. 
Nowadays Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan face an influx of 
“disaster tourism,” or tourism geared towards observing the 
visible disaster of the Aral Sea. Especially famous are the 
iconic rusting ships scattered all over the landscape.  
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Soviet engineers designed a 
massive irrigation network with 
45 dams, 80 reservoirs, and more 
than 20,000 miles of canals, that 
are leaky and inefficient. The 
Amu Darya’s flow is so reduced 
that it no longer reaches the Aral 
Sea, now ending 70 miles away.
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Cotton naturally grows in the 
tropics, due to the humidity. 
Rain, however, is problematic 
because the plants absorbs 
water and rot. These plants need 
sunlight and plenty of water, and 
therefore are best cultivated in 
dry areas and irrigated artificially. 
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The lake’s salinization has 
accelerated the lake’s evaporation. 
With rapid changes in 
temperature, the surface water 
has a lower salinity than the 
bottom water. Surface water thus 
heats up faster than if the salinity  
was equaly at all depths. 
???? ?????
?????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????
?????????????????????????
?????????????????????
An estimated 43 million metric 
tons of sand, salt and dust of the 
former seabed have been picked 
up by strong winds that now 
make 150-300 km wide dust 
storms. The dust is often carried 
great distances, up to 500 km 
away, and depleting the nutrient 
quality of surrounding soils. 
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With a lowering of the water 
table, and increased deposits of 
salt, local agricultural industry 
must use more additives in 
their production, which in 
turn makes its way down the 
watershed, contributing to the 
contamination of soils and the 
quality of the air. 
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The former island of 
Vozrozhdeniya was the USSR’s 
testing site for bioweapons such 
as anthrax, smallpox, plague, 
brucellosis, and tuleramia. The 
town of Kantubek once had 1,500 
inhabitants, who left in 1992. 
Many containers holding spores 
have developed leaks since. 
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As the Aral sea shrank in size, up to 10% of its 
original size by 2007, it receded from the harbors 
of Aralsk and Moynaq. Fishermen started by 
extending their ports by deepening canals. They 
ultimately relied on helicopters to get their catch 
to the Aralsk and Moynaq processing plants when 
needed.1
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“preserving what was left in the Little Aral from spilling into the evaporating desert”
The [North] Aral ecosystem has since then started to recover slowly with the help of the $85 million 8-mile long Kokoral 
Dam, mostly funded by the World Bank. This Dam was expected to raise the water level in the North Aral Sea by about 
13 feet in five years, but surprisingly did so in 8 months. Salinity lowered to levels much closer to those of the 1960s, and 
native plants and migrating birds have again started to emerge. Freshwater fish (pike, perch and carp) are finally returning 
to the Aral. In 2008 fishermen caught 1,500 tons of fish, close to 3,000 in 2011, and 10,000 in 2012*. They began selling 
locally, but have already started exporting to Russia and Georgia. Two fish processing plants are operating in the [far-
from-coast] former fishing town of Aralsk, while a third is under construction. People who left the region when they were 
young are starting to return to the Aral for fishing. Additionally, the government is attempting to promote tourism to the 
returning the Aral Sea, as disaster tourism is currently creating one of the largest influxes of tourists to Kazakhstan. 
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By taking advantage of the 100m stretch of Kokaral
dam that flows outward to the Large Aral, one
can exploit the brief point of contact between
the contained ecosystem of the north and the
disappearing landscape of the south.
“The natural space for this transformation is the 
borderline, where systems of all kinds collide and
abrade, as the world
breaks up, not into chaos, but rather into new 
patterns of order.”1 Lebbeus Woods describes
borderlines as collisions between landscapes and
the overlay between systems.
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In 2010, British photographer Chloe Dewe Mathews hitchhiked from China to Britain. Part of her work, as seen 
in “Aral: A Dammed Sea," was documenting the miracle of the return of the North Aral. She witnessed and 
documented how the youth of the surrounding villages, are once again taking up fishing as an economic activity, 
after a major generational gap. 
Dewe Mathews describes the Kok-Aral during the three month fishing period, when a group of young fishermen 
have taken to camping (right image) for fishing day and night near the spillway, despite the remote location. Because 
the dam works like a funnel, it concentrates the flux of fish, providing for a vantage point from which to gather the 
catch (left image). 
After the season is finished, the young men return to their respective villages. 
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The construction of the dam, which cost approximately $81,000,000 USD, is the third of its kind at the Kokaral site. An 
earlier example was built in 1992 with rather loose construction, and was destroyed  within 9 months in spring 1993 
due to a sharp Sea level rise. Its construction was a matter of budget due to the fact that it was built directly from funds 
by the locals. In 1996, a second attempt to preserve the North Aral was started, with construction finishing in spring 
1997. This was the first iteration of the current 14km by 30m layout. 
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Environmental and biological benefits started to emerge,  with increased rainfall, and decreased salinity which boosted 
flora and fauna in the North Aral . In 1999, the increased water flow of the Syr Darya again washed the dam, in a 4 km 
segment. 
Work on the current dam was completed in 2005. It incorporated the compacted sand of the 1999 dam, with concrete 
covers and a roadway on top. 
